The book aims to place the poetic works of Rilke, George, and Hofmannsthal squarely in the context of visual aesthetics. Drawing on the theoretical works of Benjamin and Adorno, and to a lesser extent on Husserl's phenomenology and Heidegger's epistemology, Strathausen argues that the beginning of the twentieth century witnessed the rise of two opposing (and competing) paradigms of seeing: on the one hand the technological visual mode of photography and cinema, which creates a "reality effect" by recombining fragmented and disconnected images into a new whole, and on the other hand the subjective vision of literary language, which, in conscious reaction to this new technology, reverted to a deeper, more corporeal mode of perception that lays claim to a more authentic representation of its object. For Strathausen, the essential nature of this dichotomy is to be found in aesthetic mediation and the privileged, but highly problematic, role of language as both an expression of specific historical circumstances as well as an instrument for transforming and purifying reality into a utopian ideal. Part I first examines various technological developments in the fields of photography and cinema predating the twentieth century, from the camera obscura to phantasmagoria to the arrival of cinema, which together gave rise to a "scopic regime" (a term Strathausen borrows from Martin Jay) modelled after the cold and detached gaze of Descartes's disembodied eye of consciousness. Strathausen next illustrates the contradictory views regarding language and perception that were prevalent in continental thought at the turn of the century by contrasting the epistemologies of Husserl and Bergson and demonstrating their connections to the ideas of language and vision that inform German aestheticist poetry. In Husserl's principle of the "speaking gaze" of language, Strathausen sees a validation of the adequacy of language and perception to register a correct understanding of the world. At the same time, Strathausen sees in Husserl a conflation of inner and outer perception, which, though tending to subvert Husserl's own phenomenological endeavour, was of seminal importance for the aestheticist poets, particularly in its connection with the idea of Gestalt in Rilke. By contrast, Bergson's intuitivism and Lebensphilosophie view language as fundamentally incapable of grasping any reliable knowledge of the world. Bergson therefore rejects analysis and instead sees the only path to knowledge in a radically subjective metaphysics of intuition. Strathausen argues that the aestheticist view of language and perception is in constant flux between these two opposing positions.
After a brief yet cogent excursus entitled "Methods of Reading," which examines the rejection of hermeneutic interpretation and sense production by poststructuralist and Frankfurt School thinkers, Part II focusses on individual works by Hofmannsthal, Rilke, and George in order to explore the ways in which aesthetic mediation creates a corporeal, even physiological mode of seeing that has roots in the baroque and romanticism. Throughout his analysis of all three poets, Strathausen seeks to remove emphasis from the "crisis of language," which has traditionally formed the basis for discussion of aestheticist poetry and which Strathausen dismisses outright as a catchword reducing modernism to the decadent and irrational, and to place emphasis instead on the theory of aesthetic Gestalt or Gebilde (with particular reference to Rilke and George), which seeks to transform reality through poetic mediation and physical engagement with the world. Strathausen's reading of Hofmannsthal's "Vorfrühling" and "Ein Brief" (the Lord Chandos letter) avoids the traditional interpretation of a "crisis of language" that is particular to and emblematic of modernism. Instead, he argues that these works represent the conscious subjugation of discursive language (seen as inherently inadequate) to mute perception. By contrast, Strathausen's treatment of Rilke's Neue Gedichte and Malte Laurids Brigge focusses on a correlation between language and perception in these works, dismissing Rilke's avowed abandonment of subjectivity in the middle period as illusory. Finally, in a rather too brief analysis of George, Strathausen finds parallels between Rilke's Dingkult and George's ritualistic shift from the discursive to the visual. This is an exceptionally well-written and erudite work, offering a truly original and intellectually rigorous approach to the poetic works of German aestheticism. Strathausen is particularly impressive in drawing support for his arguments from a wide array of disparate schools of philosophy and critical theory, while at the same time managing to keep the focus centred on the poetic texts themselves. Though of primary interest to those concerned with late nineteenth-and early twentieth-century German poetry, this multidisciplinary study is also a useful contribution to the fields of film studies, cultural studies, and philosophical aesthetics.
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